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GUIDELINES FOR CHALLENGING
GIFTED READERS IN THE
REGULAR CLASSROOM
Beverly Ness Parke
Beverly Ness Parke is an Assistant Professor
at the College of Education,
Wayne State University.
Gifted students rely heavily on
their ability to read. Acquisition of
knowledge, introduction to new
ideas, and pure enjoyment are only
a few of the benefits these students
derive from their reading. Yet, very
little attention has been focused on
high-ability readers and the special
needs which result from their
reading talents. For these students,
reading is a crucial factor in insuring high-level performance.
Currently, few reading programs
exist solely for gifted readers.
Publishers and authors of reading
series do include "enrichment"
questions and activities in most
teacher manuals. Some series stress
more difficult vocabulary and concepts as a means to challenge gifted
readers. The Junior Great Books
series, for example, offers selections
from the classics with a suggested
questioning pattern designed to
elicit and stimulate high levels of
thinking. However, on the whole,
little is being done to meet the needs
of the gifted student in the area of
reading.

CHARACTERISTERICS OF
VERBALLY GIFTED STUDENTS
The gifted population is said to includ three to five percent of our
students. Many are identified by the
accelerated verbal ability they
display. Because of the highly verbal nature of most measures used to
identify giftedness, verbally gifted
students display an unusually advanced vocabulary. They not only
can use sophisticated words at an
earlier age, but also know the meaning of such words. The classic example of this talent is the studenis who,
when asked on the Stanford-Binet
Intelligence Scale for the meaning
of Mars, responded, "A planet, God
of War, and also a verb."
Independence of thought is
another characteristic often ascribed to the gifted. These students enjoy taking responsibility for their

own learning and tend to be selfmotivated. High curiosity levels and
advanced senses of humor characterize these students, along with
longer attention spans, greater
fluency of ideas, and more rapid
and efficient learning. These
characteristics encourage early
reading. Witty (1958) found that as
many as fifty percent of the gifted
students he studied were able to
read prior to attending school. Farty
percent of those read before they
were five.

CURRICULAR
ACCOMMODATIONS
The challenge for the educator is
to meet the needs of the gifted student and provide a stimulating
reading program. Many options are
available toward this end. The
following are suggestions the
classroom teacher might like to keep
in mind when planning for such
students:
1) Encourage students who read
early. Many gifted students learn to
read prior to entering school. These
students should be encouraged to
use this skill both at home and at
school. Provide time for ear1y
readers to share their books with the
other students. Allow them to read
their favorite books to the class during story time. Advanced kindergarten readers particularly might
profit from reading with first graders
during their reading instruction, a
form of cross-level grouping that has
proved successful. However, always
provide an "escape route" whereby
the student may opt not to participate if the arrangement for participating proves to be unacceptable.
2) Introduce new and different types
of books. It is not unusual for gifted
reader to become avid readers of
one type of book to the exclusion of
all others. Science fiction,
biographies or sports books may be

all that is read. By constantly exposing gifted students to different types
of books, they become more aware
of the various types of reading matter available. Vary the types of
books read to the class. Read
poetry, mystery, and nonfiction.
Keep abreast of new selections.
Gifted students enjoy knowing what
is current and new; they also tend to
have a fascination with historical
novels and biographies. Ask the
librarian to keep you up-to-date on
new selections available at your
school or community library. Keep a
large selection of books on hand
within the classroom. Remember to
encourage the students' interest in
reading. An appreciation of
literature will be important to them
throughout their lives.
3) Vary the way reading is used in
instruction. Be creative in your approach to reading. Go beyond the
traditional "reading group" concept. Use reading skills and books to
address affective concerns and
creativity. Provide picture books
such as The Silver Pony by Lynd
Ward, from which students can
write stories to accompany the
author's illustrations. Encourage the
writing and reading of poetry.
Where the Sidewalk Ends, by Shel
Silverstein, is a delightful anthology
sure to spark the students' interest.
Books such as Robert Krau's
Owliver can be used to provide the
stimulus for discussions of feelings
and beliefs. Gifted students often
welcome a chance to discuss how
they feel, and should be encouraged
to do so. Even parts of speech such
as idioms can be presented creatively through books. Fred Gwynn's the
King Who Reined and_A Chocolate
Moose for Dinner are perfect as a
humorous introduction to this topic.
Finally, use myths, legends, and
fables as bases for student drama.
Allow students to write their own
plays and publish the collection.

4) Individualize reading instruction

where appropriate. Many gifted
students profit from the use of individualized instruction. If students'
needs can not be met effectively
through instruction with the group,
this is a sound alternative. Through
analysis of student strengths and
weaknesses, the teacher may determine that an individualized program would be best. Such a program provides a mechanism
through which students can read at
their own level and progress at their
own pace. It may incorporate the
basal text used by the school or a
supplemental series or books.
Teachers should make sure that the
program provides students with the
practice needed to master reading
skills. Skill assessment and instruction is necessary for reading
development, and should not be
neglected. Skill grouping can be used effectively to meet this need.
When individualizing, make sure
that a structured, controlled
management system is employed.
This should be designed so that both
the student and teacher find it
usable (See Figure 1). It will give

presented in books critically. They
can consider if ideas flow logically
and if supporting data are present to
confirm ideas. Even young students
can be taught to identify problems
and contributing factors presented
in arguments. Moral dilemmas are
an excellent focus when working on
this skill. Critical Thinking and
other publications available through
Midwest Publications include
workbooks designed to foster
critical thinking in students of all
ages. Finally, students should be
shown how to choose good books.
This skill will be used thoughout the
students' academic experience. The
librarian might be an excellent
resource to offer instruction in this
skill.
6) Add independent study as a curricular option. Independent study
gives gifted students the opportunity
to investigate and read outside the
regular curriculum. It can provide
the gifted with an outlet for their insatiable curiosity and encourage the
independent learning skills. In
order to be successful, however,
students must be guided through initial independent studies. Start short
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Figure 1: Sample Management Sheet for Individualized Instruction.

the student more independence to
progress and the teacher a means to
keep abreast of student progress.
Regular con£ erences with students
who are working individually is a
must. These meetings should be
held at least once a week, and may
cover oral reading, comprehension,
skill deficiencies or correcting
papers. Through the individualization of reading instruction, the
teacher can aid the student in
becoming an independent learner
and provide for the acceleration of
materials gifted students often need.
5) Provide students with the skills to
read critically. Gifted students
generally master the basic skills of
decoding and comprehension in the
primary grades. Extend these skills
by developing the ability to read
critically. Students can begin at an
early age to look at the ideas

and simple. Beginning with a complex topic can only lead to trouble!
Make sure the students understand
their responsibilities in the study.
The teacher's role is one of facilitation. Provide guidance where
necessary. Ideally, the students will
direct the study. This is a goal to
work toward and one which can be
achieved. Remember the following
points:
• Limit the topic. Focus in on an area as
precisely as possible.
• Set a time limit for completion.
• Encourage the student to use as many
different types of resource as
possible. The encyclopedia should not
be sufficient.
• Determine a reporting method for findings early in the investigation.
Divergent reporting methods should be
encouraged more.
• Meet with the student on a regular
basis.

7) Stress listening skills. Because
many gifted students are engaged in
individualized instruction a good
deal of the time, they often do not
develop appropriate listening skills.
Gifted students are often opinionated and very vocal about their
beliefs. Therefore, the ability to
listen to others with an open mind
may have to be encouraged. Rolemodeling, role-playing, and discussions based on chldren's literature
can be used to develop this skill.
Critical listening should involve
listening to ideas and the data supporting the ideas. Evaluations
should be made based on data
presented. Debate is an excellent
activity which develops the critical
listening skill.
8) Use the library regularly. Introduce students to their school or
community library at an early age.
Make sure they have library cards
and the knowledge to use the
library. Instruct gifted students on
how to use the card catalog. They
may even wish to learn the
classifications of the Dewey Decimal
System in order to more quickly find
books of interest. The librarian can
be a valuable resource, who can
keep the teacher up-to-date on new
acquisitions, can help teach and
reinforce the skills of using the
library, and may be available to
read to students. It is particularly
important for gifted students to
become independent users of the
library. They should be able to use it
to their benefit, as it will serve as a
prime source of information and
knowledge. They can't be taught the
skills or to gain the library habit and
appreciation too early.
9) Encourage parents to stress
reading at home. Parents have profound effect on the early reading of
the children. Gordon (1970) points
out that parents effect both performance levels and emotional functioning of their children. Parents of
early readers often report of having
read extensively to their children at
an early age and having encouraged
the children to participate actively
in the reading process. Throughout
schooling, parents should be encouraged to continue this practice.
Reading to children should become
a regular activity at home. Children
can participate in this activity by
reading to parents. Gifted students
should be encouraged to discuss
their reading with their parents.
Teachers can facilitate this process

by talking to parents about their role
and by providing lists of suggested
books to be used with the gifted
students.
SUMMARY

These suggested guidelines
should be seen as a beginning to
meeting the needs of the gifted
students in reading. The teacher
should feel free to expand on each
and use his/her own creativity in the
process. Each student has unique
abilities, strengths, and weaknesses.
Thus, what is appropriate for one

may not be for another. These suggestions should therefore be considered as a guide upon which to
build a challenging, inspmng
reading program for verbally gifted
students.

Labuda, Michael. (Ed.). Creative
reading for gifted learners: a design
for excellence. Newark: Interna-

tional Reading Asscociation, 1974.
Witty, Paul. (Ed.). Reading for the
gifted and the creative student.
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INVITING CHILDREN TO READ
William Watson Purkey
William Purkey is Professor of Education
and chairman of the Division of Counseling,
Psychological Services, and Research at
the School of Education, University of
North Carolina at Greensboro.
What actually happens when a
child learns to read? Although no
one knows the exact answer to this
question, there is a growing body of
research data that points to the
teacher-his or her attitudes, expectancies, and beliefs, reflected in
the invitations to learning the
teacher extends-that have a
significant influence in increasing
the probability that students will
learn in school.
Beyond the emerging research
evidence, there are countless anecdotal self-reports that describe the
impact of teachers on students. One
student wrote, "When I was in
elementary school I made up a fairy
tale and told it to my reading
teacher. She like it so much she had
me tell it to a tape recorder. Then
she typed it up and made it into a little book. She even put my book in
the school library for others to read.
That really made me feel good."
The above and similar reports · of
the impact of teacher behavior on
student self-concept and school
achievement can be found in almost
any classroom. They illstrate the
countless ways we as teachers contribute to the inviting, or disin-

viting, environment in which the
child lives, and which eventually
determines in large measure the
child's success or failure in reading.
The purpose of this article,
therefore, is to introduce the reader
to the world of invitations and to offer some ways to make reading more
inviting.
Although we sometimes discover
them the last, invitations are at the
very heart of education. These invitations are messages, formal and
informal, verbal and non-verbal,
that bid students to see themselves
as valuable, responsible, capable of
learning, and to behave accordingly. Invitations are manifestations of
the attitudes and expectancies held
by people in schools; they take
countless forms and are found in
every facet of school life. As
students receive, accept, and respond to these invitations, they move
toward becoming what they are
capable of being.
Now that we have been introduced to invitations, let us consider
some practical ways to make
reading programs more inviting.
1) Share names. A way to reduce
threat at the beginning of the year is
to epcourage students to learn more
about each other. To do this the
64

teacher may ask students to tell the
others in the group about their
name. For example: "For whom
were you named?" "What does your
name mean?" "Does your name
seem to fit you?" "Do you like your
name?" "Have you ever been kidded about your name or had it
mispronounced?" "What do you like
to be called?" This simple icebreaker invites students to talk
about themselves in a nonthreatening manner. Of course,
once the teacher learns the name
that each student prefers, the
teacher should use that name at
every opportunity. Terms of endearment, such as "Honey" or
"Sweetheart" are not nearly as invi ting as one's very own name!
2) Let students know they're missed.
When a student is ill or misses class
for other reasons, a note or postcard
from the class may do wonders.
Such a message need be nothing
more than a piece of paper containing a brief , cheery note signed by
all the class members. In addition to
its thoughtfulness, it tells absent
students that they are part of "our"
class and are missed.
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